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WHAT DO SELLER MANIPULATIONS OF
ONLINE PRODUCT REVIEWS MEAN TO CONSUMERS?

ABSTRACT
There is growing evidence that consumers are influenced by online product
reviews when making a variety of purchase decisions. Firms are therefore tempted to
monitor and manipulate online product reviews on the company’s website or forum to
influence consumer perceptions by anonymously posting positive reviews, hiding or
deleting unfavorable reviews, or offering rewards to consumers who post favorable
reviews. Our review of the literature has revealed a surprising shortage of work
directed at the development of an integrative theoretical framework or rigorous
empirical studies on the effectiveness and the exact impact of such activities on the
payoffs to various parties. This study fills a void in the online marketing and
information manipulation literature by studying consumers’ suspicion, awareness and
evaluation of specific manipulation tactics through in-depth interviews with 16
experienced online shoppers in China. We adopt a grounded theory approach to
analyze the qualitative data and end up with a series of research propositions (research
framework) for further testing and verification. The findings about consumers’ views
of online manipulations would provide valuable insights to industry associations and
policy makers on whether and how to regulate online manipulation activities to ensure
the healthy development of the e-commerce.
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INTRODUCTION

It has become a common practice for people to read online opinions/reviews for different
purposes. For example, if one wants to buy a product, one typically goes to a review site (e.g.,
amazon.com) to read some reviews of the product. If most reviews are positive, one is likely
to buy the product. If most reviews are negative, one will almost certainly not buy it. There is
growing evidence that consumers are influenced by online product reviews when making a
variety of purchase decisions (Chevalier & Mayzlin 2006; Cui, Lui & Guo 2012; Sen &
Lerman 2007; Senecal & Nantel 2004). According to a new survey conducted by Dimensional
Research, an overwhelming 90 percent of respondents who recalled reading online reviews
claimed that positive online reviews influenced buying decisions, while 86 percent said
buying decisions were influenced by negative online product reviews (Gesenhues 2013).
Firms are therefore tempted to monitor and manipulate online product reviews on the
company’s website or forum to influence consumer perceptions by anonymously posting nonauthentic positive reviews, hiding or deleting unfavorable reviews, or offering rewards to
consumers who post favorable reviews (e.g., Harmon 2004; Northrup 2009). As more firms
realize the power of online product reviews, it is expected that more will engage in direct or
indirect word-of-mouth manipulation practices.

To help marketers harness the power of e-WOM, academic researchers have
recommended various manipulation strategies on how to influence online product reviews,
such as identifying the influentials, encouraging advocates, or withholding product
information (Chen & Xie 2008; Li & Hitt 2008). However, consumers, as another player in
this game, might not be able to fully perceive these manipulation strategies and correct for
manipulation bias (Hu, et al., 2011). Intuitively, consumers who are more familiar with those
strategies should have higher chance to detect the deceptive reviews and then adjust their
attitude toward the focal product. While manipulation tactics have been increasingly used in
practice, surprisingly little research has examined the views of consumers toward such
manipulation activities. Likewise, few guidelines or regulations exist on governing the
manipulation of online reviews, making it a research topic of high priority and urgent need for
theory development and empirical investigation.

In this study, we adopt a grounded theory approach, which is a systematic methodology
widely used in social sciences involving the development of theory through the analysis of
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qualitative data. Rather than beginning with a theory (or hypothesis), the first step of this
research method is data collection and then followed by an inductive analysis to formulate
hypotheses based on the qualitative findings. In particular, we address the following research
questions: (1) Whether consumers are suspicious about the existence of online manipulations,
(2) Are they able to aware (detect) specific manipulation tactics, (3) How do they evaluate
different manipulation tactics in terms of perceived deceptiveness, ease of detection,
ethicability, and (4) What are the potential negative consequences on their subsequent
purchasing behavior. In-depth interviews were conducted with 16 experienced online
shoppers. We aim to obtain illustrative accounts from online shoppers concerning their views
about manipulations of online product reviews, and develop a research framework and
propositions through inductive analysis of how consumers are suspicious, aware and evaluate
different manipulation tactics for further testing and verification.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we present a literature review,
which summarizes the impact of online product reviews and seller manipulation of online
product reviews based on past research. Information Manipulation Theory is introduced to
explore to what extent it can be applied to the online context. Second, the method for
collecting and analyzing data is described. Third, the findings are presented and discussed.
Finally, we conclude with some propositions for further testing and verifications, limitations
of the study, and future research directions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Impact of Online Product Reviews
An increasing number of marketing scholars have examined the impact of online product
reviews on product sales and firm marketing strategies (e.g., Chen & Xie 2005, 2008; Chen,
Wang & Xie 2011; Chevalier & Mayzlin 2006; Godes & Mayzlin 2004; Liu 2006; Forman,
Ghose & Wiesenfeld 2008; Ghose & Iperiotis 2010; Cui, Lui and Guo 2012); the usefulness
of online product reviews for consumer decision making (Sen &Lerman 2007; Smith, Memon
& Sivakumar 2005); the value of online consumer reviews for sales forecasting (Dellarocas,
Zhang & Awad 2007; Dhar & Chang 2009); and consumers’ motivations for posting online
product reviews (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Moldovan, Goldenberg & Chattopadhyay 2006;
Chen, Fay & Wang 2011). These publications have suggested that (1) consumers increasingly
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depend on online product reviews to make purchase decisions, thus the quality and
trustfulness of reviews available to them is important; (2) there is a positive correlation
between the average review score and product sales or between the volume of reviews and
sales. As a result, there can be attempts by firms to manipulate online product reviews to
change consumers’ beliefs about product quality and then increase product sales.

Seller Manipulations of Online Product Reviews
A few studies attempt to detect and quantify the extent of manipulation in online user
reviews (Edelman, Benjamin & Larkin 2009; Kornish 2009; Hu, Liu & Sambamurthy 2011;
Hu et al. 2011, 2012). Two other studies explore the impact of online manipulation of product
reviews on consumers and the firm using analytical models (Mayzlin 2006; Dellarocas 2006).
Mayzlin (2006) built an analytical game theory model in which two competing firms send
anonymous messages praising their own product and found that online WOM remains
persuasive to the consumers. Dellarocas (2006) analytically showed that if every firm’s
manipulation strategy monotonically increases with regard to that firm’s true quality, then
manipulation increases the informativeness of online reviews. These two analytical works
assume consumers are smart and can adjust their interpretation of online opinions accordingly
and conclude that online reviews with the existence of manipulation are even more
informative. However, the degree to which this assumption holds in practice, and the resulting
implications for firms and consumers, is an empirical question of considerable interest. More
recently, Stephen and his colleagues (2012) examined the consequences of offering monetary
incentives to consumers in exchange for reviews through four experiments and found that
payment disclosure induces doubt in product quality and lower consumers’ expectations about
product quality.

This paper attempts to distinguish itself from previous studies on seller manipulations of
online product reviews by exploring the impact that different manipulation tactics might have
on consumers’ perception of deception and their subsequent purchasing behavior.

Information Manipulation Theory Applied to Review Manipulation
Information Manipulation Theory (hereafter IMT) offers a multidimensional approach to
understanding deceptive message design integrating Grice’s (1989) theory of conversational
implicature with research on deception as information control (e.g., Bavelas et al. 1990; Metts
1989). IMT is concerned with the content of the deceptive messages, the situational contexts
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that bring them about, the degree to which the detection of such a message affects perception
of deceptions and the relational consequences associated with deceptive messages
(MoCornack 1992). IMT views deception as arising from covert violations of one or more of
Grice’s four maxims (quality, quantity, relevance, and manner), which are believed to result
in messages that are functionally deceptive. Grice’s four maxims are: (1) Quantity:
Information given will be full (as per expected by the viewer) and quantity violation can result
in lies of omission; (2) Quality: Information given will be truthful and correct and covert
violations of quality involve the falsification of information; (3) Relation: Information will be
relevant to the subject matter of the conversation in hand and (4) Manner: Things will be
presented in a way that enables others to understand and not confusing other people. There
have been a few experimental studies to test IMT in the area of communication (e.g.,
McCornack et al. 1992; Yeung, Levine & Nishiyama 1999; Zhou & Lutterbie 2005).

To our best knowledge, there have been no theoretical developments and empirical
investigations of IMT in the online context. In particular, we draw upon the IMT to present a
theoretical framework to examine consumers’ perception of deception toward different
manipulation tactics as we believe deception in the online environment has a different effect
from it does in the offline environment. Online manipulation is not face-to-face as in the
traditional context of IMT (e.g., sales, advertising, etc.) where consumers can access other
cues, consumers in online forums may not be aware the existence of manipulations. Online
manipulation is much more dangerous and potentially more unethical because (1) it is indirect
deception by manipulating the WOM of other consumers, (2) it is done behind the scenes, not
in front of consumers, by company staff or other manipulators with a deliberate attempt not
just to persuade but to impact product sales, (3) Consumers normally view manipulated
reviews as neutral or representative of other consumers’ views, and (4) Activities on such
platforms are not yet regulated or governed by a set of agreed guidelines, although some
marketplace operators like Amazon or Taobao do suppress such activities.

Extending IMT from offline communication to the online context, seller manipulation can
be viewed as the seller deliberately breaking one of the four conversation maxims. We
intuitively relate the maxim violations to different manipulation strategies as follows:
Anonymously adding positive messages (hereafter adding) and hiding/deleting unfavorable
messages (hereafter hiding/deleting) violate both quantity and quality, depending on the
amount of manipulation. First of all, adding and hiding/deleting are a covert violation of
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quantity as they involve lies of addition/omission and result in an increasing/decreasing
number of product reviews. Secondly, adding involves presenting totally inauthentic
information as it were true. As for hiding/deleting tactics, if all the reviews are unfavorable,
then hiding/deleting some messages is the violation of quantity only. But if the reviews are a
mixture of favorable and unfavorable reviews, hiding/deleting affects the overall tone of the
product quality, because the total number of negative reviews will be reduced after removing
the unfavorable message, leading to the change of consumers’ perception of product quality.
Even though hiding/deleting doesn’t involve posting false information, we argue that it
violates the quality more so than simple adding of positive reviews. Offering rewards to
consumers who post favorable messages is a mixture of quality and manner violations as such
online reviews include both honest and false messages that confuse other people.

IMT research finds that although violations of each maxim are rated more deceptive than
rating of baseline message containing no violations, different maxim violations are perceived
as differentially deceptive. Not all deceptive messages are rated as equally deceptive.
Violations of quality and relevance are typically seen as more deceptive than violations of
quantity and manner (e.g., Jacobs et al. 1996, Lapinski 1995, Levine 1998, 2001, McCornack
et al. 1992; Yeung et al. 1999). Previous research suggested that consumers weigh negative
reviews heavier than positive ones when making purchase decisions (e.g., Schlosser 2005;
Sen & Lerman 2007; Zhang & Craciun 2010), as is often called negativity bias (e.g.,
Birnbaum 1972; Cacioppo & Berntson 1994; Ito & Larsen 1998). Among the three
manipulation tactics, only deleting/hiding unfavorable reviews relates to the direct
manipulation of negative reviews, which are often viewed as more sensitive or useful
information by consumers, thus we argue that hiding/deleting unfavorable message is the
most severe and unethical deception and would lead to the most negative consequences,
followed by adding and incentive manipulations.

To conclude, we present a conceptual framework in Figure 1, to align more closely with
research objectives and prior literature. However, we state more emphatically that it is a
starting framework that will be constantly compared with the emerging data and will be
modified, reshaped and remodeled to reflect the emerging insights in our qualitative study.
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Figure 1 A Starting Framework of Consumers’ Views on Manipulations of Online Reviews

Suspicion of the Occurrence

What cues aid consumers in
detecting specific tactics

Awareness of Manipulation Tactics

What factors influence the extent of
suspicion: online shopping
experience, involvement

Evaluations of Manipulation Tactics:
Application of IMT to Online Context

Perceived Deceptiveness
Ease of Detection
Ethicability

Consequences on Buying Behavior

Purchase Intention
Trust of the reviews

METHOD

Grounded Theory Approach
We adopt a grounded theory approach (Fischer & Otnes 2007), which is a systematic
methodology in the social sciences involving the discovery of theory through the analysis of
qualitative data. Rather than beginning with a theory (or hypothesis), the first step of this
research method is data collection and then followed by an inductive analysis to formulate
hypotheses (or research propositions) based on qualitative findings. From the data collected,
the key points are marked with a series of codes, which are extracted from the text. The codes
are grouped into similar concepts in order to make them more workable. From these concepts,
categories are formed, which are the basis for the creation of a theory. The grounded theory
approach has been widely used to the research questions about (1) the nature of a new
construct, (2) the adequacy of prior conceptualizations of a relatively well established
construct, (3) previously unrecognized facilitators or implications of a construct and (4)
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adequacy of prior conceptualizations of facilitators or implications of a construct (Fischer &
Otnes 2007). Our guiding question in this research is “what do seller manipulations of online
product reviews mean to consumers”, which falls into the first category of the research
questions the grounded theory approach can address.

In the current research, we rely on the use of qualitative data and qualitative analysis to
understand consumers’ views toward manipulations of online product reviews. The
qualitative data analysis involves the techniques of categorization, abstraction, comparison,
integration and iteration (Spiggle 1994). We first classify and label the units of data during the
process of coding and identify the patterns in the data and group them into more general,
conceptual classes. And then comparison is conducted in a systematic and methodical way to
explore the differences and similarities across incidents within the data currently collected and
this process will provide guidelines for collecting additional data. Finally the findings are
integrated to build research propositions that are grounded in data. Categorization, abstraction,
comparison, and integration are the fundamental, basic analytical operations to enable the
construction of a coherent conceptual framework or explanation. We follow the guidelines
from Spiggle (1994) to analyze and interpret the qualitative data we have collected in the indepth interviews with 16 online shoppers.

Data Collection and Analysis
In-depth interviews were conducted in February 2013 with 16 online shoppers located in
Hong Kong and mainland China, as China represents an emerging market where e-commerce
is starting to gain momentum. Sixteen online shoppers (eleven females and five males) were
aged 23 to 44, with substantive online shopping experience. The times of purchase in the past
three months range from 5 to 100 times and the amount of spending from three thousand to
hundreds of thousands RMB. Information-rich cases were chosen by combining intensity
sampling, maximum variation sampling, and snowball sampling (Patton 2002). To avoid
online shopper similarity owing to snowball sampling, variation was sought by considering
age, gender, occupation, home district, and shopping websites. The shoppers do not
necessarily shop at the same websites. All approached shoppers were willing to take part in
the interview, and anonymity was assured. The in-depth interviews were conducted by the
authors following a structured discussion guide (attached in the Appendix). The interview
guides is continually revised to reflect emergent questions and issues. To expedite data
collection, we collected data from the first group of 4 qualified online shoppers, while
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continuing to scout for the second suitable group of 4 shoppers. Thus it is envisaged that eight
interviews were completed at the first stage, before conducting the other 8 interviews at the
second stage. Under this arrangement, we have room to check for the applicability of new
insights gained from the previous cases.

After some background questions about the Internet usage and online shopping experience,
a thematic interview was conducted on shoppers’ suspicion, awareness and evaluation of
different manipulation strategies, using indirect questioning techniques adapted from the
Voice of the Customer (Griffin and Hauser 1993). Interviews varied in length from 30
minutes to 90 minutes, averaging about 40 minutes.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were reviewed twice to
uncover key themes (Miles and Huberman 1994) by two members of the research team. After
transcribing the interviews, Spiggle’s (1994) procedure of categorization, abstraction,
comparison, dimensionalization and integration was followed. All passages of text that
involved a reference to suspicion, awareness and evaluation of manipulation practices were
highlighted and tabulated by case (i.e., for each shopper, list all incidents that represent the
construct) and by construct (i.e., for each construct, list all incidents that represent the
construct across cases) function as mechanical data organizing and retrieval devices. This
analytical procedure promotes a systematic back-and-forth movement through the data,
uncovering all possible leads. Finally the results were aggregated to seek patterns in meanings.

FINDINGS

In this section, we describe the main findings on consumers’ suspicion, awareness and
evaluation of different online manipulation practices. Other findings that pertain to these are
also reported. Example quotes are provided in summary tables.

Suspicion of the Occurrence of Online Manipulation
Interviewees were asked the extent to which they are suspicious about the occurrence of
the seller manipulations. Among the 16 online shoppers, except two (one male and one female)
do not suspect the credibility of the reviews at all, most of them described moderately to
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extremely suspicion about the occurrence of the seller manipulations. They were then probed
the cues, signals and information used for detection of manipulations.

In summary, consumers use a few tricks to separate real reviews from fake, including the
quality and quantity of the reviews, the mismatch between reviews, seller reputation and the
trade record, and the user id characteristics. Example citations are provided in Table 1, in
which F stands for a female shopper while M stands for a male shopper.

Table 1 Suspicion of the Online Manipulation Practices
Cues for Detection
The quality of the
reviews

Example Quotes
- When I see there are repetitive comments from the same person.
Multiple reviews that are exactly the same are more likely to be
fake ones. (F2)
- The comments are too extreme (positive) to be true (F3)
- There’s only a few reviews, all overwhelmingly positive (F9)
- Positive reviews dominate (F10)
- I am suspicious about the occurrence of the manipulation when I
see the reviews deviate from most of the other reviews (F11)
- The fake reviews use extreme or simple words, exaggerated words
and same words. Reviews use many of the same buzzwords that the
website uses in describing its products/services. (M3)
- I completely avoid positive reviews, and go straight for the negative
reviews which I think are usually much more reliable. (F4)

The quantity of the
reviews

- There are too many same/positive reviews within a short period of
time (F8)

The mismatch
between reviews,
the seller
reputation and
trade record
User name and ID
characteristics

- I see there is a mismatch between the quantity and quality of
reviews and the seller reputation (F1)
- There are many comments, but few buyers (F3)
- The distribution of reviews and ratings doesn’t match (M5)
- The username has more than 3 numbers at the end, especially if
several of the other reviews are left by users with more than 3
numbers at the end. Usually a sign of an automated program
leaving reviews. (F4)
- The username is randomly created with garbled characters (F1)
- The seller registers different accounts, uses false transactions to
improve reputation (M1)
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Awareness of Different Manipulation Strategies
We explore consumers’ awareness of commonly used manipulation strategies by asking
interviewees what strategies they know that sellers would use to manipulate the online
product reviews. As shown in Table 2, adding positive reviews and using incentive
manipulation have a high level of awareness among interviewees. Deleting negative reviews
seem to be mentioned by only 3 interviewees. Consumers use their own language to describe
the nature of different manipulation strategies.

Table 2 Awareness of Different Manipulation Strategies
Manipulation Strategies
Incentive Strategy Mentioned by 8 interviewees

Example quotes about the Manipulation Strategies
- The buyers can get cash rebate if they give positive
comments (F5)
- The buyers can get discount for posting good comments
(F8)

Deleting Strategy –
Mentioned by 3 interviewees
Adding Strategy –
Mentioned by 10
interviewees

- The seller will delete or hide sensitive information (F11)
- Ask relatives, friends, or other acquaintances to post
positive reviews (F3)
- The seller itself adds positive comments (F4)
- Ask someone to add positive comments or the seller itself
registers different accounts and use false transaction to
improve reputation (M1)

In consumers’ words, adding strategy refers to sellers anonymously adding fake (positive)
reviews. In particular, firms, retailers, their employees or associates pose as consumers and
anonymously post “fake” positive reviews to their own products even though she/he may not
really have bought or used the product. Deleting strategy means that firms or retailers would
intentionally delete, remove or hide negative unfavorable reviews of their products from the
readers. In incentives strategy, firms or retailers give incentives to their consumers to
encourage them to write positive reviews to their products. People who have posted positive
or favorable reviews of the product may have received a discount, a gift or other reward from
the company.

Evaluation of Different Manipulation Strategies
At the last section of the interview, we asked respondents to evaluate different
manipulation strategies in terms of their perceived deceptiveness, ease of detection, perceived
ethicability and the significance of the negative impact on purchasing behavior. We attempted
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to keep a consistent understanding of different manipulation strategies among 16 interviewees
by presenting them a short description of strategy before asking the questions. The three
commonly used manipulation strategies are described as: (1) An online company employs
various tactics for encouraging customers to create online product reviews by offering some
type of incentive in exchange for content (for incentive strategy); (2) An online company
automatically filters out (delete) negative consumer reviews (for deleting strategy); (3) An
online company posts positive reviews for its own product (for adding strategy). The different
manipulation strategies are presented to respondents monadically and in rotation to avoid the
order bias. Table 3 presents the summary results.

Table 3 How Consumers Perceive Different Manipulation Strategies
Manipulation Strategies
Incentive Strategy
Deleting Strategy
Adding Strategy
All equally sig.
All equally insig.

Most
deceptive
1
11
3
1
0

Most
detectable
6
3
7
0
0

Most
unethical
1
10
2
3
0

Most significant
negative impact
0
9
1
5
1

One finding that emerged from the interviews is that consumers express more negative
attitude toward the deleting strategy, compared with that toward the adding and incentive
strategy. As shown in Table 3, among the three manipulation strategies, hiding/deleting
unfavorable messages was the most frequently rated as the most deceptive (as mentioned by
11 interviewees) and the most unethical manipulation strategy (as mentioned by 10
interviewees), and then followed by anonymously adding positive messages and offering
rewards to consumers who post favorable messages. Moreover, deleting strategy is the most
covert strategy which is perceived as hardly detected by average consumers. This finding is
consistent with what we predict based on IMT literature. In the online environment, which is
different from the traditional face-to-face interpersonal context, hiding/deleting unfavorable
comments is the most unendurable deception. This is illustrated by the following quotes:
Deleting is the most unacceptable strategy because it influences my evaluation
towards products. This sort of behavior is like committing a crime and then
erasing any evidence. To ignore and hide customer complaints is a serious
misbehavior of online sellers, which will make me really angry. (F1)
Deleting unfavorable comments is the most unacceptable behavior because to
deceive others is like deceiving yourself. Consumers need to be able to see both
positives and negatives of the product to make a purchasing decision. (F2)
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I would much rather see the negative side of a product than to be deceived. This is
because awareness of past unsatisfactory experiences with the product from other
consumers is crucial to making an accurate judgment. (F4)
Deleting is a sort of information asymmetry. It will affect my confidence in the
product quality. Being deceived will lead to uncertainty, as we don’t receive any
negative signal from the reviews. (M1)

However, some interviews consider incentive and adding strategy acceptable because
those practices are more overtly and like company propaganda and advertisement, as
exemplified by the following quote.
I can understand the seller seeking to showcase positive reviews, as long as
exaggeration is kept to a reasonable level, otherwise reviews appear incredible.
(M3)
Offering rewards to consumers who post favorable messages is more acceptable,
as it acts as advertisement to promote the products to potential buyers. (M4)
This is a common occurrence in industry to add positive reviews to their own
products. Most consumers focus their attention on negative reviews as opposed to
positive ones. Therefore, the practice of adding positive reviews has an overall
lower influence. (F11)
Every seller uses incentive strategy to encourage positive comments. If everyone
commits the same crime and only one person abides by the rules, that one person
is losing out. (F2)

In summary, the above results clearly show that the deleting strategy is perceived as the
most deceptive and the negative impact on the purchase intention is most severe if the
deleting strategy is applied, followed by the adding strategy and incentive strategy. The
differences among the severity of the negative consequences are different from that of the
perceived deceptiveness and ethicability across different manipulation strategies. In face-toface communication context information is equally evaluated while online shoppers would
asymmetrically rely on positive and negative reviews. Previous research suggested that
consumers weigh negative reviews heavier than positive ones when making purchase
decisions online (e.g. Schlosser 2005; Sen & Lerman 2007; Zhang & Craciun 2010), as is
often called negativity bias (e.g. Birnbaum 1972; Cacioppo & Berntson 1994; Ito & Larsen
1998). Among the three manipulation strategies, only deleting/hiding unfavorable reviews
relates to the direct manipulation of negative reviews, which are often viewed as more
sensitive or useful information by consumers, thus would influence consumers’ purchase
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intention the most. These results are subject to further empirical testing and verification.

CONCLUSIONS

While online manipulation has been widely and increasingly used in practice, seller
manipulation of online product reviews is a research topic that remains under-researched.
There have been a few studies attempting to detect and quantify the extent of manipulation in
online product reviews, surprisingly little research has examined how consumers perceive
such manipulation strategies in terms of deceptiveness, ethicability, ease of detection and their
consequences on purchasing behavior. We adopt a grounded research approach to analyze and
interpret the data we collected from in-depth interviews with 16 shoppers who have
substantial online shopping experience in February 2013. According to their own accounts, all
shoppers tended to take a negative view toward seller manipulations of online product reviews,
but with different level of negative attitude toward different manipulation strategies. Several
propositions are developed and summarized in Table 4 for further testing and verification.

Table 4 Research Propositions for Further Testing and Verification
Research Questions
Suspicion of the
occurrence of online
manipulation

Propositions
1. Consumers are suspicious about the manipulative intent from
online sellers.
2. The quality and quantity of the reviews, the mismatch between
reviews, the seller reputation and trade record, and the user id
characteristics are used as cues for detection of manipulations.

Awareness of
manipulation practices

3. Adding positive messages and using incentive manipulation have
a higher level of awareness among consumers.
4. Hiding/deleting unfavorable messages is hardly known by
consumers.

Evaluation of different
manipulation strategies

5. Online product reviews with manipulations will be perceived as
more deceptive than those without manipulations.
6. Among the three strategies, hiding/deleting unfavorable
messages is rated as the most deceptive and thus the most
unethical, followed by anonymously adding positive messages
and offering rewards to consumers who post favorable messages.
7. Hiding/deleting unfavorable messages is too covert to be
detected by consumers, compared to adding positive messages
and offering incentive to encourage positive comments.
8. The consequence on subsequent purchasing behavior is most
severe if the deleting strategy is applied, followed by adding and
incentive strategy.

13

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

Our research will contribute to the growing body of knowledge on online marketing and
information manipulation literature by generating scientific propositions about consumers’
perception of deceptions and the consequences associated with specific manipulation tactics,
which can serve as a research framework for further testing and verification. In particular, the
current research will fill a void in the growing manipulation literature by (1) applying and
extending the previous work on IMT as a starting framework to a new online persuasion
context, which will increase the richness of the theory itself, (2) grounding our study in data
from 16 online shoppers to investigate consumers’ perception of deception toward different
manipulation practices and the consequences associated with deceptive messages and (3)
generating scientific propositions about this new phenomenon that can be subject to further
quantitative testing and verification.

The understanding consumers’ views toward online manipulation practices would provide
valuable insights to industry associations and policy makers on whether and how to regulate
online manipulation activities and to ensure the healthy development of the e-commerce.
Even though the qualitative data involves small samples which are not representative of the
total population, the research propositions can plausibly account for a large number and range
of empirical observations and thus have analytical generalizability in the online persuasion
context (Locke 2001). Since deleting negative reviews is perceived as the most deceptive and
its negative impact on the purchase intention is most severe, the regulations to suppress
deleting tactic should be an urgent topic and put to the agenda of policy makers. The findings
would also allow marketers to manage the online product reviews effectively and ethically
and consumers to use the online product reviews in a more relevant and efficient way. In
practice some marketplace operators like Amazon or Taobao do suppress such activities.

Limitations and Future Research

There are several limitations to the study and we wish to point out especially the
following limitations, which need to be considered when using the results. The limitations
also suggest venues of further research.

First, only 16 online shoppers from China mainland and Hong Kong were interviewed.
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Online shoppers from other countries or other cultures might have different views toward
manipulation of online product reviews. China and Hong Kong shoppers represent Eastern
cultures, with an interdependent view of the self, whereas in Western cultures, individuals
tend to view the self as independent (Markus & Kitayama 1991). This divergence in viewing
the self in relation to others is likely to lead to differences in viewing online product reviews
and the manipulations from sellers, because consumers with different emphasis on their self
concepts will have different reliance on the product reviews from others. Owing to this
limitation, we do not contend that we have covered all possible views toward such
manipulation practices. The use of individuals from one country limits the generalizability of
the findings. These results thus should be treated as preliminary, initial results. Further
research can investigate the cultural differences in consumers’ views toward such
manipulation practices.

Second, there is a lack of understanding of how consumers’ online shopping experience
influences their perception of detection toward different manipulation strategies. We argue
that consumers with great experience in reading online product reviews have better-developed
persuasion knowledge than novices. They have greater ability to deliberately process the
online product reviews and then the defensive suspicion is more likely to be activated, which
can protect them from the threat of being fooled by manipulated product reviews (Darke,
Ashworth & Ritchie 2007). Consumers who have more online shopping experience and thus
more exposures to the manipulations of online product reviews should perceive the
manipulative intent more readily, at the same time they should be influenced by the
perception of deception to a lesser degree. Consumer experience could be an important factor
influencing their perception of online manipulations, but was not investigated in the current
study.

Finally, in-depth interviews could also be administered to online sellers, to find out the
divergent views between shoppers and sellers on the manipulations of online product reviews.
Exploring the differences in the views from sellers and shoppers will enhance the
understanding of this new phenomenon and thereby guide both parties to communicate more
efficiently with each other.

15

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

REFERENCES

Bavelas, J., Black, A., Chovil, N. & Mullett, J. 1990. Equivocal Communication, Sage Series
in International Communication, 11, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Birnbaum, M. 1972. Morality Judgments: Tests of an Averaging Model. Journal of
Experimental Psychology, 93(1): 35-42.
Cacioppo, J. & Berntson, G. 1994. Relationship Between Attitudes and Evaluative Space: A
Critical Review, with Emphasis on the Separability of Positive and Negative Substrates.
Psychological Bulletin, 115(3): 401-423.
Chen, Y., Fay, S., & Wang, Q. 2011. The role of marketing in social media: How online
consumer reviews evolve. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 25(2): 85-94.
Chen, Y. & Xie, J. 2008. Online Consumer Review: Word-of-mouth as a New Element of
Marketing Communication Mix. Management Science, 54(3): 477-91.
Chevalier, J. & Mayzlin, D. 2006. The Effect of Word of Mouth on Sales: Online Book
Reviews, Journal of Marketing Research, 43 (3): 345-354.
Cui, G., Lui, H., & Guo, X. 2012. The Effect of Online Consumer Reviews on New Product
Sales. International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 17(1): 39-58.
Darke, P. R., Ashworth, L. & Ritchie, R. J. 2007. The Defensive Consumer: Advertising
Deception, Defensive Processing, and Distrust. Journal of Marketing Research, 44: 114-127.
Dellarocas, C. 2006. Strategic Manipulation of Internet Opinion Forums: Implications for
Consumers and Firms. Management Science, 52(10): 1577-93.
Dellarocas, C., Zhang, X., & Awad, N. F. 2007. Exploring the Value of Online Product
Reviews in Forecasting Sales: The Case of Motion Pictures. Journal of Interactive Marketing,
21(4): 23-45.
Dhar, V. & Chang, E. A. 2009. Does Chatter Matter? The Impact of User-generated Content
on Music Sales. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 23(4): 300-07.
Edelman, B. & Larkin, I. 2009. Demographics, Career Concerns or Social Comparison: Who
Games SSRN Download Counts? Harvard Business School NOM Unit Working Paper (09096).
Fischer, E. & Otnes, C. 2007. Breaking New Ground: Developing Grounded Theories in
Marketing and Consumer Behavior. Handbook of Qualitative Research Methods in Marketing,
Edward Elgar,19-30.

16

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

Forman, C., Ghose, A., & Wiesenfeld, B. 2008. Examining the Relationship between Reviews
and Sales: The Role of Reviewer Identity Disclosure in Electronic Markets. Information
Systems Research, 19 (3): 291-313.
Gesenhues, A. 2013. Survey: 90% Of Customers Say Buying Decisions Are Influenced By
Online Reviews. http://marketingland.com/survey-customers-more-frustrated-by-how-long-ittakes-to-resolve-a-customer-service-issue-than-the-resolution-38756, accessed at April 13,
2013.
Ghose, A. & Ipeirotis, P. 2010. Estimating the Helpfulness and Economic Impact of Product
Reviews: Mining Text and Reviewer Characteristics. IEEE Transactions on Knowledge and
Data Engineering, 23 (10): 1-15.
Godes, D. & Mayzlin, D. 2004. Using Online Conversations to Study Word-of-mouth
Communication. Marketing Science, 23(4): 545-60.
Griffin, A. & Hauser, J. 1993. The Voice of the Customer. Marketing Science, 12(1): 1-27.
Harmon, A. 2004. Amazon Glitch Unmasks War of Reviewers. New York Times, 14.
Hennig-Thurau, T., Gwinner, K., Walsh, G. & Gremler, D. 2004. Electronic Word of Mouth
via Consumer-opinion Platforms: What Motivates Consumers to Articulate Themselves on
the Internet? Journal of Interactive Marketing, 18(1): 38-52.
Hu, N., Bose, I., Gao, Y., & Liu, L. 2011. Manipulation in Digital Word-of-mouth: A Reality
Check for Book Reviews. Decision Support Systems, 50(3): 627-35.
Hu, N., Bose, I., Koh, N. S., & Liu, L. 2012. Manipulation of Online Reviews: An Analysis of
Ratings, Readability, and Sentiments. Decision Support Systems, 52(3): 674-84.
Hu, N., Liu, L., & Sambamurthy, V. 2011. Fraud Detection in Online Consumer Reviews.
Decision Support Systems, 50(3): 614-26.
Ito, T. & Larsen, T. 1998. Negative Information Weighs More Heavily on the Brain: The
Negativity Bias in Evaluative Categorizations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
75: 887-900.
Jacobs, S., Dawson, E. J., & Brashers, D. 1996. Information Manipulation Theory: A
Replication and Assessment. Communication Monographs, 63: 70-82.
Kornish, L. L. 2009. Are User Reviews Systematically Manipulated? Evidence from the
Helpfulness Ratings. Working Paper.
Lapinski, M. 1995. Deception and the Self: A Cultural Examination of Information
Manipulation Theory. Unpublished master's thesis, University of Hawaii, Honolulu.
Levine, T. R. 2001. Dichotomous and Continuous Views of Deception: A Reexamination of
Deception Ratings in Information Manipulation Theory. Communication Research Reports,
18(3): 230-40.

17

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

Levine, T. R. 1998. Modeling the Ppsychometric Properties of Information Manipulation
Ratings. Communication Research Reports, 15(2): 218-25.
Li, X. & Hitt, L. M. 2008. Self-Selection and Information Role of Online Product Reviews.
Information Systems Research, 19(4): 456-74.
Liu, Y. 2006. Word of Mouth for Movies: Its Dynamics and Impact on Box Office Revenue.
Journal of Marketing, 70(3): 74-89.
Locke, Karen. 2001. Grounded Theory in Management Research, London: Sage.
Markus, H. R. & Kitayama, S. 1991. Culture and the Self: Implications for Cognition,
Emotion, and Motivation. Psychological Review, 98, 224-253.
Mayzlin, D. 2006. Promotional Chat on the Internet. Marketing Science, 25(2): 155-163.
McCornack, S. A. 1992. Information Manipulation Theory. Communication Monographs,
59(1): 1-16.
Metts, S. 1989. An Exploratory Investigation of Deception in Close Relationships. Journal of
Social and Personal Relationships, 6 (2): 159-179.
Miles, M. & A. Huberman. 1984. Qualitative Data Analysis: A New Sourcebook of Methods,
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
Moldovan, S., Goldenberg, J., & Chattopadhyay, A. 2006. What Drives Word-of-Mouth? The
Roles of Product Originality and Usefulness. MSI Report 06-111, Cambridge, MA: Marketing
Science Institute.
Northrup, L. 2009. Academic Publisher Pays Professors For Shill Amazon Reviews. The
Consumerist Blog.http://consumerist.com/5313215/academic-publisher-pays-professors-forshill-amazon-reviews, accessed at July 31, 2009.
Patton, M. Q. 2002. Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 5th ed. London: Sage
Publications.
Schlosser, A. 2005. Posting versus Lurking: Communicating in a Multiple Audience Context.
Journal of Consumer Research, 32 (2): 260-265.
Sen, S. & Lerman, D. 2007. Why are you telling me this? An examination into negative
consumer reviews on the web. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 21(4): 76-94.
Senecal, S. & Nantel, J. 2004. The influence of online product recommendations on
consumers’ online choices. Journal of Retailing, 80(2): 159-69.
Smith, D., Menon, S., & Sivakumar, K. 2005. Online peer and editorial recommendations,
trust, and choice in virtual markets. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 19(3): 15-37.
Spiggle, S. 1994. Analysis and Interpretation of Qualitative Data on Consumer Research.
Journal of Consumer Research, 21, 491-503.

18

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

Stephen, A., Bart, Y., Du Plessis, C., & Goncalves, D. 2012. Does Paying for Online Product
Reviews Pay off? The Effects of Monetary Incentives on Consumers’ Product Evaluations.
Working Paper.
Yeung, L. N., Levine, T. R., & Nishiyama, K. 1999. Information manipulation theory and
perceptions of deception in Hong Kong. Communication Reports, 12(1): 1-11.
Zhang, J. & Craciun, G. 2010. When Does Electronic Word-of-mouth Matter? A Study of
Consumer Product Reviews. Journal of Business Research, 63 (12): 1336-1341.

19

HKIBS/WPS/070-1314

APPENDIX
In-depth Interview of Online Shoppers
Discussion Guide (40 minutes)
1. Warm Up
o Gender, Age, Occupation
2. Internet usage and online shopping experience (10 minutes)
Objectives:
- To find out his/her online shopping experience
- To understand his/her usage of online product reviews
o Online Shopping Experience
‐ Have you ever purchased products on the Internet?
‐ If yes to the above question, from which websites you purchase the most often? Which
categories of products have you purchased the most often (books, electronics, clothing,
toys, movies……)? Probe motivations of online shopping
‐ How many times have you purchased the products online in the past 3 months?
‐ How much money have you spent on online shopping per year? Please estimate.
o Usage of Online Product Reviews
‐ Have you ever read the online product reviews before making purchase decision?
‐ What type of information are you interested in? (+ or – reviews, reputation of the
seller…)
‐ How much do you rely on the online product reviews for making the purchase
decisions? Probe why.
3. Suspicion and awareness of different manipulations strategies (10 minutes)
Objectives:
- To understand consumers’ suspicion about the seller manipulations of online
product reviews
- To find out their awareness of different manipulation strategies
o Usage of Online Product Reviews
- Are you suspicious of manipulations by a seller (do you feel something wrong
with the online product reviews)?
-

If yes to the above question, the extent to which you are suspicious about the
occurrence of the seller manipulations. Use 1-10 point scale to describe perceived
suspicion of the online product reviews (1 – not at all suspicious, 10 – extremely
suspicious).
Probe what are the cues that make you suspicious about the occurrence of the
manipulations (too many positive comments, high ratings, incentive to encourage
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the positive postings…)
-

If no to the question, explain why you are not suspicious of manipulations by a
seller.

o Awareness of different manipulation strategies
- What strategies do you know the sellers would use to manipulate the online
product reviews?

4. Evaluation of different manipulation strategies (20 minutes)
Objectives:
- To find out respondents’ responses toward different manipulation strategies
Rotate order of different manipulation strategies when doing the interview with
different respondents.
Strategy 1: Incentive Manipulation
An online company employs various tactics for encouraging customers to create
online product reviews by offering some type of incentive in exchange for content.
Strategy 2: Deleting Negative Reviews
An online company automatically filters out (delete) negative consumer reviews.
Strategy 3: Adding Positive Reviews
An online company posts positive reviews for its own product. For example, in
February 2004, an error at Amazon.com’s Canadian site caused Amazon to
mistakenly reveal book reviewer identities. It was apparent that a number of these
reviews were written by the books’ own publishers and authors.

Can lead them to freely talk about these 3 strategies
o Would you tell me your overall impression about each manipulation strategy? Which one
do you think is most negative?
o Rank the perceived deceitfulness among the three (

隐蔽性，欺骗的严重性). Probe why.

o Rank the perceived ethicality among the three. Probe why.
o Rank the perceived ease of detectability. Probe why.
o If such a manipulation strategy is applied by the online store you usually shop, how much
would it affect your attitude toward the seller? (trust, confidence, or stay away, or even
blacklist them, NWOM to other consumers…)
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o Influence on the purchase decisions. Use 1-10 point scale to describe the impact of
strategy on your purchase intention (1- not at all influence; 10 – totally change my
decision)
o Do you feel it is fair or ethical to manipulate reviews? How would you feel about
regulations by government or industries?
CONCLUSION AND WRAP UP
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